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A FRAGMENT OF THE MIDDLE ENGLISH PROSE BRUT IN THE SPECIAL COLLECTIONS DEPT., QUEEN’S UNIVERSITY OF BELFAST 
This note is intended to attract attention to a fragment of the Prose Brut previously unknown to scholarship.  It is filed amongst section B of Brett MS 3, a collection of miscellaneous 12th-18th Century documents in the Special Collections of Queen’s University.​[1]​  The fragment is part of a bequest to the University Library that was given by the Belfast Solicitor C.H. Brett in 1924, who had purchased the documents in a Belfast auction room in 1886.  The papers had previously belonged to G.H. Sumner (1826–1909), rector of Alresford and later, bishop of Guildford, whose indices remain with the items. 
The fragment from the Prose Brut is a single leaf measuring 227 x 145 mm, but has been trimmed up to the left edge of the writing frame (from the verso perspective) and has thus lost perhaps 20 mm in breadth.  The leaf was once part of a fairly modest, yet probably professionally constructed book. Chapter 150, ‘Prophecie of Merlynge of kyng Harri expowned . þat was kyng Iohnis sone’, is marked by a 3-line unflourished red initial, the chapter heading itself is penned in a formal script and underlined with red ink, and plainly wrought red paraphs mark subdivisions in the long lines of prose throughout the item.  The recto and verso sides have a header, ‘E . I .’, (prematurely) indicating that the text relates to the reign of Edward I.  The fragment preserves two scribal hands, both perhaps dateable to the first quarter of the fifteenth century and the scribal changeover occurs on line 17 of the recto side, a few sentences into the new chapter. Other than the distinctness of the two Anglicana scripts, the second scribe pens his text in an orthography that is somewhat different from his predecessor. Some of the more useful dialectal indicators include their variant spellings of died: ‘dayde’ and ‘deid(e)’/‘died’; good: ‘goud’ and ‘good’; high: ‘hey’ and ‘hye’ ; should: ‘shold(e)’ and ‘shuld(e)’.  Despite the clear differences in orthography, both scribes are certainly southern, although scribe A has characteristics which suggest he might be from a more Westerly county, perhaps from anywhere between the Severn Estuary in Gloucestershire to somewhere in Hampshire; scribe B is more likely to have learned literacy in one of the counties near London, perhaps in Middlesex, Surrey or Sussex.  
The leaf preserves a section of text from the end of chapter 149 up until a few words before the end of chapter 150, where in most versions of the Brut we learn of the death of Henry III, and then receive an exposition of Merlin’s prophecy in light of the historical events that took place during the king’s reign.  Other than some signs of scribal error and slight changes in wording, the text in the Belfast fragment is generally true to the version as it appears in Friedrich Brie’s edition.​[2]​  However, the news of Henry’s death is preceded in this copy of the Brut by an episode that does not occur in either the version of the text preferred in Brie’s edition, or, it appears, among the many variant versions since described by Lister Matheson:​[3]​
¶ And when þis knyght wos þus slayne þey toke þe 
body and boyled hit. And browht his bonys into En-
gelond . into þe abbey of hayles. and byried him a fore þe
hey auter . wiþ grete solempnite and wyrchippe ¶ & 
in þis mayne tyme . dayde kynge Harry at westmynster
when he had be kyng . lv . yer . and xix wykes[.]​[4]​






^1	  The Pressmark for the item is Brett MS 3/12B; thanks are due to Deidre Wildy, Senior Subject Librarian in the Special Collections of Queen’s University Library.
^2	  The Brut or The Chronicles of England, ed. Friedrich W. D. Brie, EETS O.S. 131 and 136 (London, Oxford University Press, 1906, 1908),  177 line 6- 178 line 33;  the text appears to correspond even more closely with the variant versions recorded by Brie at this point in his edition from Trinity College Dublin MS 490 and Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Douce 323. 
^3	  Despite the intrusive episode, the text appears to correspond most closely with the version of the Brut designated as the Common Version-1333 by Lister M. Matheson in, The Prose Brut: The Development of a Middle English Chronicle, Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, volume 180 (Tempe, AZ, 1998).  I have compared this variant against a number of MSS from each of the main versions of the text as classified by Matheson, and the reading in the Belfast fragment appears to be unique.
^4	  Brett MS 3/12B, recto, lines 1-6.
^5	  Brie, 177 lines 2-8.
^6	  For brief discussion of the case see J.R. Madicott, Simon de Montfort (Cambridge, CUP, 1994), 370-1 and W. Blaauw, The Baron’s War, 2nd ed. (London, 1878), 342-3. 
^7	  See Flores Historiarum, ed. H. R. Laud (London, 1890), III, 21-2 and Inferno, canto XII, lines 118-20; the only other Brut MS which contains mention of the incident may thus be Harvard University MS Eng. 938, where the Brut is used as a continuation to an incomplete translation of Trevet’s chronicle (the crowning of Edward III), though the discussion of Henry d’ Almayne’s death is clearly distinguishable from that in the Belfast fragment.
